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In this paper, I study the impact that the different agents of the editorial world can have on the 
translation of a novel and its paratext. In order to illustrate the sort of shifts that occur in this 
process, I provide some examples from my own experience as a literary translator from 
French into German.  
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This paper addresses the shifts which can be observed between the text and paratext
1
 of an 
original book and its translated counterpart that are brought about by agents other than the 
translator. Translators are by no means the only ones to have an impact on the final state of a 
translated text. In the words of Umberto Eco, translators are rather negotiators between 
different parties: 
 text, with its own rights, sometimes an author who claims rights over 
the whole process, along with the cultural framework in which the original text is born; on the other side, there is 
the destination text, the cultural milieu in which it is expected to be read, and even the publishing industry, 
which can recommend different translation criteria, according to whether the translated text is to be put in an 
e explicit 




Aside from this remark, Eco tends to concentrate on the philological and cultural problems 
relating to translating canonical texts, whereas I would like to emphasise that literary 
translations  if not created for didactic or philological purposes only  are commissioned by 
a publisher and are produced for a specific market with its own specific set of cultural and 





 (which of these roles dominates varies from title to title) and this 
affects how a translation is produced. As such, a translation is not just the result of a translator 
negotiating between two languages or two cultures while translating, but is also affected by 
negotiations with the other agents  production 
process of a translation.
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My aim here is to examine the impact that these other agents of the publishing industryhave 
on the literary translation itself and the final product, that is, the book containing the text of  
in this case  a novel and the various additional paratextual elements created for it. 
To this end I will examine the typical production process for translated books in Germany in 
order to identify 1) the main agents involved in this process,
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 2) the ways these agents 
influence the translation, and 3) what constraints the market imposes on them. Following this 
overview of the book production process and the possible consequences for translation, I will 
give some examples from translations of contemporary French novels into German. These 
examples will allow me to illustrate the significant extent to which editors can interfere in 
translations and to explore their motivations for ding so. Since unedited translations are not 
normally accessible, I have drawn on excerpts from my own translations along with the edited 
versions for this analysis. 
 
The Typical Production Process of a Translation 
The production process of a translation, at least in Germany, typically starts with the 
acquisition of new titles, which entails editors searching for suitable foreign fiction or non-
fiction books to be translated and published.
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 Editors do not necessarily look for titles in line 
with their own personal preferences,
7
 but rather for works matching particular gaps in their 
s programmes or edited series. Typical programme categories include young 
foreign authors and their first novel,  rediscovered classics,  bestsellers,  historical fiction
and wome s   
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In order to find appropriate titles, editors read numerous books and rely on recommendations 
and opinions given by writers, translators, literary agents and other experts, particularly when 
a book is written in a language unfamiliar to them. When they eventually find a title suitable 
to fill a gap in the  programme, they present it at  sales conference and try to 
convince the publisher to buy the rights. At this stage of the production process, the editors 
have already had to make pricing calculations, decide on which programme category or 
imprint would be most suitable for the title, when it should be published and whether it will 
appear as a hardcover or paperback.  
Once the rights have been obtained and all the above decisions have been finalized, the 
second phase begins: finding the right translator. The editors contact one or several 
translators, a process that requires yet more promotion of the book in order to arouse potential 
interest. Payment and the deadline for delivering the translation are negotiated , 
although in reality there is usually little scope for negotiation on the part of the translator(s) 
on these two points. The editors then sign a contract with the translator(s) and sometimes give 
them guidelines as to the style required. The latter occurs in particular when the editors have 
the impression that the chosen title is not directly in line with their expectations or that the 
text does not correspond to the ideal book they were looking for. In such cases, editors may 
take advantage of the fact that the translation process usually gives them the opportunity to 
redesign the product to a far greater extent than would be possible for an original title.
8
 To 
this end, the strategies they have at heir disposal include redesigning not only the paratext or, 
more precisely, the peritexts
9
  the cover including the title of the book, the blurbs and the 
back cover  but also the main text, that is the translation itself. The editorial instructions 
given to the translators may be explicit, such as recommending that they funnier / 
,
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 or implicit in the form of information about the 
particular series in which the title will be appearing and the  expectations associated 
with the title. These may be expressed as hope that the translation will become a best seller or 
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at least sell well, or that it will receive critical acclaim and bestow a certain prestige on the 




At this point the actual process of translation begins: the translators read the text and start to 
translate. Their working conditions are influenced by the deadline and the fact that the editors 
generally ask them to deliver part of the translation at a very early stage  for their own 
reference but above all for the sales representatives who will present the translation at the 
sales conference. 
O , or simply once the delivery deadline has 
been reached, the translation is sent to the editors, who go over the text, make changes or 
annotations, and send these back to the translators, who then decide on the final version of the 
text. That, in any case, is the standard procedure. 
The final version of the text is then passed on to the layout artist, who arranges the text as it 
will appear in the book. The formatted text is then returned to the translators for further 
checking. Finally, it is given to a professional proof-reader before being given back to the 
translators to go over one last time. Due to time constraints, however, the text is not always 
sent back to the translators at each of these stages and the translators do not always have the 
opportunity to go over the whole text every time and compare versions. As translators have 
the legal status of authors (even if many of them question whether this is true in practice),
12
 it 
falls to them to give their final approval before the text is ent to the printers. 
Thus at least three different types of agents (in addition to the translators) are involved in the 
production of a translation, all of whom ay exert a certain influence on the final version of 
the main text and paratext of the book: 1) the sales representatives, 2) the editors, and 3) the 





The Different Agents in the Production Process and their Impact on the Translation 
Sales representatives are capable of influencing the translation at a very early stage. This is 
because, as noted above, translators are often asked to deliver a reading sample to the sales 
representatives before the sales conference takes place in order to provide them with as much 
information as possible about the new titles being presented. In contrast to what Schönstedt 
states,
13
 however, the purpose of a sales conference is not only to brief sales representatives 
but, as Vaihinger points out,
14
 to also give them the opportunity to express their preferences 
for certain titles and to voice their opinion about different cover designs if an editor is 
hesitating betwen several options. In Germany, the opinion of the sales representatives h s a 
certain authority when it comes tothe design of the book, including both the illustration and 
the title (this is less true in France, where illustrated covers are rare). By contrast, even when 
translators are able to make suggestions, they are rarely involved in decisions on the title of 
the book and what sort of illustration should be used, even if these have been significantly 
changed from the original (one reason that the titles of German translations from French 
frequently diverge from the original has to do with different conventions regarding book 
design in the two countries. I will return to this point below). The influence of the sales 
representatives can even extend to the main body of the text, as their feedback on the 
translation sample is communicated to the translators and may well influence further stylistic 
decisions during the translation process. 
The second type of agent capable of influencing the translation process is, of course, the 
editor. Before the translation starts, editors sometimes give advice to the translators 
concerning the style, or what is often called the tone of a book, and are able to make 
corrections even in the final stages of the production process. Under German copyright law, 
translators are considered to be the authors of their ranslation; however, if there is a 
difference of opinion between translators and editors, the latter are still permitted to publish 
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the text in any way they see fit (the only recourse translators have is to withdraw their name 
from the published work). 
The production process i  relatively long  one or two years on average and up to several 
years for major projects and the lengthy gap between the first ime the editors read the 
original book and the final copy-editing of the translation can lead to problems. Editors 
sometimes form an idealised picture of the original text over this period, for various reasons. 
They do not always read the original particularly intensively during the acquisition phase, or, 
in the case of books in a language unfamiliar to them, do not read them at all. They are not 
always conscious of the fact that a title chosen will not exactly match their expectations. The 
first close reading generally occurs only when reviewing the translated text.; Editors promote 
the book several times, championing it to the publisher, other editors, translators and sales 
representatives, which can lead to an inflated sense of its qualities in the minds of the editors. 
All of these factors have consequences for the final copy-editing of the translation. 
Sometimes the translation is completed just a few months after the editors first read the book, 
but in other cases not until years later. The timeframe depends on the production rhythm of 
the publishing house and on the type of book in question: a bestseller is more likely to be 
published within a few months, while a book with a less prominent position within the 
publishing slate will be given more time. Nonetheless, by the time the translation has finally 
been completed, the book often appears less interesting than before to editors who in the 
meantime have become busy with other titles and forthcoming programmes. They are likely 
to have forgotten about the content and style of the book and may often have only a vague 
notion of its nature. It is at this moment, however, that they generally proceed to the first close 
reading of the text  in its translated form. There is thus a relatively high risk ofthe translated 
text disappointing the editor because the translation no longer corresponds to the idealised 
image the editors had of the book. The fact that editors are generally much more capable of 
assessing the translation than the original text can also be a reason for their disappointment. In 
